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Quack Dreams: Ducks as Nature's
Surrealist Masterpiece

Salvador Quacksly

Abstract: This paper proposes that the common duck (Anas platyrhynchos) is not merely a
biological entity, but rather a living, breathing surrealist artwork crafted by nature. Through an
interdisciplinary analysis combining art criticism, ornithology, and behavioral studies, we argue
that ducks embody the core principles of surrealism through their absurd physical
characteristics and behaviors.

Introduction:

Surrealism, as defined by André Breton in 1924, sought to resolve the contradictory conditions
of dream and reality. This paper posits that ducks, in their very existence, achieve this
resolution, representing a natural embodiment of surrealist ideals.

The Duck as a Living Canvas:

Absurd Locomotion: The Waddle

Analysis of the duck’s waddle as a deliberate subversion of efficient bipedal movement:

The duck’s characteristic waddle represents a paradoxical form of locomotion that defies
conventional notions of efficiency. This side-to-side gait, while seemingly impractical, actually
optimizes the duck’s movement both on land and in water. The waddle serves as a natural
critigue of the assumed superiority of linear movement, embodying the surrealist principle of
challenging established norms.

Comparison to Marcel Duchamp’s “Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2” (1912), with the
duck’s waddle as a natural, ongoing performance piece:

Just as Duchamp’s painting deconstructs human movement into a series of overlapping,
abstract forms, the duck’s waddle can be viewed as a living, continuous performance that
fragments and reassembles the act of walking. Each step becomes a mini-rebellion against
gravitational expectations, creating a visual rhythm that echoes Duchamp’s cubist-inspired
exploration of motion.
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Chromatic Dissonance: The Orange Feet

Examination of the stark contrast between the duck’s earth-toned plumage and its
vibrant orange feet:

The duck’s plumage, typically a blend of subtle browns, greys, and greens, creates a natural
camouflage that allows the bird to blend seamlessly with its environment. However, this
utilitarian design is jarringly interrupted by the duck’s bright orange feet. This chromatic
dissonance serves no apparent evolutionary purpose, instead functioning as a surrealist
element that challenges the viewer’s expectations of natural color schemes.

Parallel drawn to Salvador Dali’s use of unexpected color juxtapositions in “The
Persistence of Memory” (1931):

Dali’'s famous painting features incongruous elements and color choices that create a
dreamlike atmosphere. Similarly, the duck’s orange feet against its muted body colors create a
visual tension that echoes Dali’s surrealist techniques. This natural color juxtaposition invites
the viewer to question the purpose and meaning behind such an unexpected feature, much like
Dali’s work prompts contemplation of the absurd and irrational.

Auditory Surrealism: The Quack

Deconstruction of the duck’s quack as a rejection of traditional avian musicality:

Unlike the melodious songs of many bird species, the duck’s quack stands out as a seemingly
unsophisticated and repetitive vocalization. This auditory choice appears to be a deliberate
rejection of conventional avian communication, instead embracing a sound that is both
distinctive and absurd. The quack’s simplicity and insistence challenge our expectations of
natural soundscapes, creating an auditory experience that aligns with surrealist principles of
subverting normalcy.

Comparison to Luis Buiiuel’s use of incongruous sounds in “Un Chien Andalou” (1929):

Bufiuel’'s groundbreaking surrealist film utilized unexpected and often jarring sounds to create a
disorienting viewer experience. The duck’s quack functions in a similar manner within the
natural world. Its abrupt, repetitive nature disrupts the auditory landscape, much like Bufiuel's
incongruous sound effects challenge the viewer’s expectations in cinema. Both the quack and
Bufiuel’s sound design serve to jolt the audience out of passive reception, encouraging active
engagement with the absurd.

Behavioral Surrealism:
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The Derpy Gaze

Analysis of the duck’s seemingly vacant expression as a manifestation of the surrealist
vacant stare:

The duck’s characteristic expression, often described as “derpy” or vacant, presents a
fascinating parallel to the enigmatic gazes found in surrealist artworks. This apparent blankness
in the duck’s eyes creates an air of mystery and detachment from reality, inviting observers to
project their own interpretations onto the bird’s mental state. The duck’s gaze seems to
simultaneously look at everything and nothing, embodying the surrealist concept of seeing
beyond the visible world.

Comparison to the enigmatic gazes in René Magritte’s “The Son of Man” (1964):

Magritte’s famous painting features a man whose face is obscured by a floating green apple,
leaving the viewer to ponder the hidden identity and thoughts of the subject. Similarly, the
duck’s seemingly vacant stare presents a visual conundrum. Like the partially hidden face in
Magritte’s work, the duck’s expression becomes a canvas for the observer’s imagination,
challenging our assumptions about animal consciousness and the nature of perception itself.

Paradoxical Adaptability

Examination of the duck’s ability to thrive in diverse environments as a surrealist
rejection of contextual limitations:

Ducks demonstrate a remarkable ability to adapt to a wide range of habitats, from urban parks
to wild marshes, freshwater ponds to coastal areas. This extraordinary adaptability seems to
defy the usual ecological constraints that limit most species to specific niches. The duck’s
capacity to transcend environmental boundaries echoes the surrealist desire to break free from
the limitations of rational thought and conventional categorizations.

Parallel drawn to Dali’s melting clocks, representing fluidity of existence:

Just as Dali’s soft, melting clocks in “The Persistence of Memory” challenge our perception of
time as a rigid construct, the duck’s fluid adaptation to various environments challenges our
understanding of ecological boundaries. The duck embodies a natural representation of Dali’s

liquid reality, effortlessly morphing its behaviors and survival strategies to suit drastically
different contexts, much like the clocks conform to the landscape in Dali’'s masterpiece.

Bread Obsession

Analysis of ducks’ inexplicable attraction to bread as a surrealist fixation:
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Despite bread not being a natural part of a duck’s diet, many ducks display an almost
compulsive attraction to this human food. This seemingly irrational fixation on bread represents
a surrealist intersection between the natural world and human culture. The duck’s bread
obsession can be interpreted as a subversive act, rejecting its natural diet in favor of an artificial,
potentially harmful substitute, thus challenging the boundaries between natural instinct and
learned behavior.

Comparison to Meret Oppenheim’s “Object (Le Déjeuner en fourrure)” (1936), subverting
expectations of food and objects:

Oppenheim’s fur-covered teacup, saucer, and spoon create a cognitive dissonance by
combining the familiar (teatime objects) with the unexpected (fur). Similarly, the image of a duck
eagerly consuming bread creates a surreal juxtaposition of the natural and the artificial. Both
Oppenheim’s work and the duck’s bread obsession force us to reconsider our assumptions
about the proper relationships between living beings, food, and human-made objects.

Pre-Surrealist Duck Depictions

Brief overview of ducks in art history, from ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs to Dutch still
lifes:

Ducks have been a subject of artistic representation throughout human history. In ancient
Egyptian hieroglyphs, ducks symbolized the concept of “son” and appeared in hunting scenes.
Medieval European manuscripts often featured ducks in marginal illustrations, sometimes
anthropomorphized for allegorical purposes. During the Renaissance and Baroque periods,
ducks frequently appeared in hunting still lifes and naturalistic landscape paintings. Dutch
Golden Age artists, in particular, elevated the duck to a status symbol in their meticulously
detailed still life compositions. These historical depictions, while not surrealist in nature, laid the
groundwork for the duck’s eventual emergence as an unintentional surrealist icon.

The Rubber Duck as Readymade

Analysis of the rubber duck as an unintentional surrealist object, comparable to
Duchamp’s “Fountain” (1917):

The rubber duck, a common bath toy, can be viewed as an accidental surrealist readymade.
Originally designed as a simple children’s plaything, the rubber duck has transcended its
intended purpose to become a cultural icon and artistic subject. Its exaggerated features,
uniform yellow color, and perpetual “smile” create a caricature of duckness that borders on the
absurd. The rubber duck’s transformation from a utilitarian object to a symbol of whimsy and
nostalgia mirrors the conceptual shift in Duchamp’s “Fountain,” where a mundane urinal was
elevated to the status of art through context and intention.
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Comparison to Duchamp’s “Fountain” (1917):

Just as Duchamp’s “Fountain” challenged the art world’s preconceptions about what

constitutes art, the rubber duck challenges our understanding of representation and reality. Both
objects are mass-produced items removed from their original context and imbued with new
meaning. The rubber duck, like “Fountain,” invites viewers to question the nature of art,
representation, and the role of the artist in creating meaning. Its very existence as a stylized,
simplified version of a living creature embodies the surrealist spirit of juxtaposing reality with
imagination.

Ducks as Performance Art:

The Migration as Surrealist Journey

Interpretation of duck migration as a grand, instinct-driven surrealist performance piece:

The annual migration of ducks represents a magnificent, naturally occurring surrealist spectacle.
Driven by an innate, almost mystical compulsion, ducks embark on epic journeys spanning
thousands of miles, often flying at altitudes of 20,000 feet or more. This biannual pilgrimage,
guided by celestial cues and Earth’s magnetic field, transcends rational human understanding
and embodies the surrealist ideal of accessing a higher, more instinctual plane of existence.

The act of migration itself can be viewed as a living, dynamic surrealist artwork. The sight of
thousands of ducks moving in synchronicity across vast stretches of sky creates a dreamlike
tableau, blurring the lines between individual and collective, reality and illusion. The seeming
impossibility of such a journey, undertaken by creatures often perceived as comical or ungainly,
adds an element of the absurd that is central to surrealist thought.

Comparison to surrealist automatic writing techniques:

The instinctual nature of duck migration bears a striking resemblance to the surrealist practice of
automatic writing. Just as surrealist artists attempted to bypass conscious thought to access the
subconscious mind, ducks engage in migration through a form of “automatic navigation,”

relying on deep-seated instincts rather than learned behaviors. This parallel suggests that
ducks, in their migratory journeys, are engaging in a form of natural surrealist expression,
creating patterns and movements that emerge from a place beyond conscious control.

Mating Rituals as Dadaist Theatre
Analysis of elaborate duck courting behaviors as absurdist performances:

Duck mating rituals offer a natural parallel to the provocative and often nonsensical
performances of Dadaist theatre. Male ducks engage in complex and sometimes bizarre
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courtship displays that seem to defy logical explanation. These behaviors can include head-
bobbing, wing-flapping, water-splashing, and intricate vocalizations. The apparent randomness
and exaggeration of these actions align closely with the Dadaist rejection of reason and
embrace of the absurd.

Moreover, the fact that these elaborate displays occur in the context of natural selection adds
an additional layer of surrealist irony. What appears to human observers as comical or pointless
is, in fact, a carefully evolved set of behaviors crucial to the species’ survival. This juxtaposition
of the absurd with the essential echoes the Dadaist aim of revealing profound truths through
seemingly nonsensical actions.

Parallel drawn to Tristan Tzara’'s random poem generation:

The duck’s mating rituals can be compared to Tristan Tzara’s famous method for creating

Dada poems, where words were randomly drawn from a hat to create unexpected and often
nonsensical combinations. Just as Tzara’'s technique produced surprising and sometimes
meaningful results from chaos, the duck’s apparently random courtship behaviors result in
successful mating and reproduction. Both processes challenge conventional notions of intention
and meaning, suggesting that seemingly irrational actions can produce significant outcomes.

Proposing “Quackism” as a New Art Movement

Outline of “Quackism” principles, including embracing absurdity, rejecting terrestrial
limitations, and celebrating chromatic dissonance:

e Embrace of the Absurd: Quackism encourages artists to find beauty and meaning in
the apparently nonsensical, inspired by the duck’s blend of comical appearance and
remarkable capabilities.

e Fluidity of Form and Function: Artists should explore the tension between form and
function, inspired by the duck’s ability to navigate multiple environments with a single
body plan.

e Chromatic Boldness: Quackist works should incorporate unexpected color
juxtapositions, echoing the stark contrast between a duck’s plumage and its vibrant
feet.

¢ Rhythmic Dissonance: Movement and sound in Quackist art should challenge
traditional notions of grace or harmony, inspired by the duck’s distinctive waddle and
guack.

* Instinctual Navigation: Quackism promotes creating art guided by instinct rather than
conscious planning, mirroring the duck’s migratory abilities.

e Adaptive Resilience: Quackist art should demonstrate the ability to retain essence
across varying contexts, reflecting the duck’s adaptability to diverse habitats.

e Subversion of Expectations: Quackism encourages the reimagining of common
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objects or concepts, inspired by the rubber duck’s journey from bath toy to cultural icon.

Call for Duck-Inspired Art

Encouragement for artists to embrace “Quackism” in their work:

We call upon artists across all mediums to explore the principles of Quackism in their creative
endeavors. By embracing the surrealist essence of the duck, artists have the opportunity to
challenge conventional perspectives and uncover new realms of artistic expression.

We encourage painters to experiment with duck-inspired color palettes and unexpected
juxtapositions. Sculptors might explore the fluid forms suggested by a duck’s adaptability to
land, water, and air. Performance artists could draw inspiration from migration patterns and
mating rituals to create immersive, instinct-driven experiences.

Musicians and sound artists are invited to incorporate the rhythms of waddling and the tonal
gualities of quacking into their compositions. Writers and poets may find rich material in
exploring the duck’s paradoxical nature — its simultaneous commonness and surrealist
uniqueness.

Through Quackism, we aim to foster a new wave of art that celebrates the extraordinary in the
ordinary, the surreal in the natural, and the profound impact that even the seemingly simplest
creatures can have on our perception of reality. Let the humble duck guide us into uncharted
territories of artistic exploration and surrealist expression.

Conclusion:

By demonstrating that ducks embody the core principles of surrealism through their physical
characteristics and behaviors, we conclude that they represent nature’s own surrealist
masterpiece. This realization necessitates a radical shift in both art criticism and ornithology,
placing ducks at the intersection of natural history and avant-garde art.

The duck’s waddle, a seemingly inefficient yet perfectly adapted gait, challenges our notions of
purposeful movement. Its stark color contrasts, epitomized by vibrant orange feet against muted
plumage, echo the jarring juxtapositions favored by surrealist painters. The distinctive quack, far
from melodious yet instantly recognizable, subverts expectations of avian vocalization in a
manner reminiscent of Dadaist sound experiments.

Furthermore, the duck’s ability to thrive across diverse habitats mirrors the surrealist rejection
of rigid categorizations. Its inexplicable attraction to bread, a non-natural food source, blurs the
lines between instinct and cultural influence. The rubber duck’s elevation from bath toy to
cultural icon parallels the surrealist practice of finding profound meaning in mundane objects.
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The migratory patterns of ducks, guided by an innate sense that defies simple explanation, can
be viewed as a grand, instinctual performance piece that spans continents. Their mating rituals,
with their seemingly absurd yet biologically crucial displays, offer a natural parallel to Dadaist
theater.

By proposing “Quackism” as a new art movement, we invite artists to draw inspiration from the
surrealist qualities inherent in ducks. This approach promises to yield fresh perspectives in
various artistic disciplines, from visual arts to music and literature.

Future research should explore the potential influence of duck-inspired surrealism on
contemporary art and investigate the possibility of collaborative art pieces with live ducks.
Additionally, further study into the neurological basis of duck behavior could provide insights into
the biological underpinnings of surrealist thought.

In recognizing the duck as nature’s surrealist masterpiece, we open new avenues for
interdisciplinary study and artistic expression. The humble duck, long overlooked in serious
artistic discourse, emerges as a powerful symbol of the extraordinary lurking within the ordinary,
challenging us to see the world through new, surrealist-tinted lenses.
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